
 

    

   

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 
 

   
 

  

Chapter 7: Cumulative Effects 

Chapter 7: Cumulative Effects 

This chapter describes cumulative effects expected to be associated with the 
proposed SR 520, I-5 to Medina: Bridge Replacement and HOV Project. The 
Final Indirect and Cumulative Effects Discipline Report (included in 
Attachment 7) details analytical methods and other past, present, and reasonably 
foreseeable future actions that could add to or interact with the direct and indirect 
effects of the project (discussed in Chapters 5 and 6) to produce cumulative 
effects. WSDOT does not mitigate cumulative effects because it does not have 
jurisdiction over the many non-WSDOT projects that contribute to them (WSDOT 
et al. 2008). However, WSDOT is required to disclose cumulative effects and to 
suggest practical mitigation options that could be taken by the responsible 
parties. Consequently, this chapter suggests ways that public agencies and 
private developers beyond WSDOT’s jurisdictional responsibilities could mitigate 
cumulative effects. For more information, see the Final Indirect and Cumulative 
Effects Discipline Report. 

7.1 What are cumulative effects? 

Cumulative effects (also called cumulative impacts) are defined as follows: 

... the impact on the environment which results from the 
incremental impact of the action when added to other past, 
present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of 
what agency (federal or nonfederal) or person undertakes such 
other actions. Cumulative impacts can result from individually 
minor but collectively significant actions taking place over a period 
of time. (40 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 1508.7) 

A cumulative effect is the project’s direct and indirect effects on a particular 
resource combined with the past, present, and future effects of other 
human activities on that same resource. The result is the expected future 
condition of the resource when all of the external factors known or likely to 
affect it are taken into account. 
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Chapter 7: Cumulative Effects 

7.2 Why are cumulative effects considered in 
an EIS? 

Federal regulations (40 CFR 1502.16, 1508.7, 1508.8) require that 
cumulative effects be considered in an EIS because they inform the public 
and decision-makers about possible unintended consequences of a project 
that are not always revealed by examining direct effects alone. This 
information places the proposed action in context with other development 
and transportation improvement projects planned throughout a region, and 
provides a brief assessment of each resource’s present condition and how it 
is likely to change in the future as a result of the cumulative effect. 

7.3 How did WSDOT assess cumulative 
effects? 

To identify and evaluate likely cumulative effects and the extent to which 
the project would contribute to them, WSDOT first reviewed the general 
guidance in Section 412 of the Environmental Procedures Manual (WSDOT 
2009j) and in FHWA Technical Advisory T 6640.8A (FHWA 1987). Next, 
it followed the eight-step procedure set forth in Guidance on Preparing 
Cumulative Impact Analyses (WSDOT et al. 2008), shown in Table 7-1. 

Table 7-1. WSDOT's Approach for Assessing Cumulative Effects 

Step Approach 

1 Identify resources to consider 

2 Define the study area for each resource 

3 Describe current status/viability and historical context for each resource 

4 Identify direct and indirect project effects that might contribute to a 
cumulative effect 

5 Identify other current and reasonable foreseeable actions 

6 Identify and assess cumulative effects 

7 Document the results 

8 Assess the need for mitigation 

Source: WSDOT et al. 2008. 

WSDOT conducted cumulative effects assessments for the same resources 
for which direct and indirect effects assessments were conducted (discussed 
in Chapters 5 and 6). WSDOT made two general assumptions in following 
the guidance: first, in most cases it considered construction-related effects 
to be short-term, with the effect ending at the same time as the 
construction activity causing it. Secondly, operational effects of the project 
were considered to be long-term and permanent through the project design 
year, 2030. 
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Chapter 7: Cumulative Effects 

In addition to examining the operational effects, WSDOT examined the 
potential long-term effects that project construction could have on the 
resources in the study area. WSDOT carefully considered the potential for 
short-term construction effects to contribute to adverse cumulative effects, 
especially on resources that are already under stress from the effects of 
other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions. WSDOT’s 
assessment considered the project’s measures to reduce and avoid 
construction related effects. In two cases, aquatic resources and greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions, WSDOT found that construction effects would 
persist over the long term and make minor contributions to cumulative 
effects. 

The Final Indirect and Cumulative Effects Discipline Report provides 
information on the methods used to conduct the cumulative effects 
assessments on individual resources. These methods focused on long-term 
trends in the status or condition of each resource, and emphasized impact 
pathways and mechanisms through which the expected direct and indirect 
effects of the proposed action could accelerate, slow, or offset those trends. 

7.4 How did WSDOT determine the study 
areas and time frames for the cumulative 
effects assessments? 

WSDOT determined the cumulative effects study area for each resource by 
1) the distribution of the resource itself and 2) the area within that 
distribution where the resource could be affected by the project in 
combination with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions. 
For most resources, the cumulative effects study area is the central Puget 
Sound region as defined by the Puget Sound Regional Council in its 
planning document Vision 2040 (PSRC 2008). Exhibit 7-1 shows the central 
Puget Sound region, which includes King, Kitsap, Pierce, and Snohomish 
counties. Some resources required cumulative effects study areas that were 
larger or smaller than the central Puget Sound region (Exhibits 7-2 and 7-3). 

The period for the cumulative effects assessment for each resource starts at 
a representative year or decade when past actions began to change the 
status of the resource from its original condition, setting a long-term trend 
still evident in the present and likely to continue into the reasonably 
foreseeable future. For most resources, the cumulative effects period starts 
in the mid-19th century, when the central Puget Sound region began to be 
altered by non-indigenous settlers. The period for all resources ends in 
2030, the project design year. 
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Exhibit 7-1. Cumulative Effects Study Area 
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Chapter 7: Cumulative Effects 

7.5 How did WSDOT determine the baseline 
condition of each resource? 

WSDOT characterized the baseline (present) condition of each resource by 
describing its current status within the cumulative effects study area and by 
providing historical context for understanding how the resource got to its 
current state (WSDOT et al. 2008; see Table 7-1, Step 3). WSDOT used 
information from field surveys, interviews, and literature searches to assess 
the current condition of the resource, relying especially on baseline 
information presented in PSRC’s Transportation 2040: Toward a Sustainable 
Transportation System (PSRC 2010a). 

Past actions affecting the resource were reviewed to “tell the story of the 
resource” and to identify persistent trends in the changing condition of the 
resources over time. WSDOT did not address the past in detail, but 
prepared a brief summary to place the resource in its historical context and 
provide a comparative basis for the cumulative effects assessment. 

Chapter 4 of this Final EIS presents information on the baseline condition 
of each resource addressed in the cumulative effects assessments. The 
transportation section in Chapter 5 of this Final EIS describes how traffic 
would grow in the region and on SR 520, I-90, SR 522, and other major 
roads with and without the project. Using a travel demand model, traffic 
volumes were predicted for the year 2030 with and without the project. 

Future traffic was forecasted for morning and evening commutes (peak-
hour travel), which enabled an assessment of how travel times would be 
affected and where congestion would occur. This section also examined 
how the project would affect transit facilities and service, non-motorized 
facilities, and parking. 

7.6 How did WSDOT identify other present 
and reasonably foreseeable actions? 

CEQ and WSDOT guidance does not provide explicit requirements for 
how to identify other present and reasonably foreseeable actions. Rather, it 
allows agencies to determine the level of analysis appropriate for their 
projects (AASHTO 2011; WSDOT, FHWA, and EPA 2008). The CEQ 
guidance does not require an inclusive list of projects, but instead suggests 
evaluating both individual actions, when they are reasonably well known, and 
groups of actions, which are typically included in documents such as 
transportation plans and master plans. 

To identify individual present and reasonably foreseeable actions, WSDOT 
reviewed comprehensive land use planning documents, long-range 
transportation plans, projections presented in the Transportation 2040 Final 
EIS (PSRC 2010c), and agency web sites to obtain publicly available 
information. WSDOT also obtained information from agency officials. 

DEFINITION  

Reasonably Foreseeable Actions 
Reasonably foreseeable actions were 
defined as actions or projects with a 
reasonable expectation of actually 
happening, as opposed to potential 
developments expected only based on 
speculation. 
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